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Montesquieu and Catherine II as Sociologists:
A Comparative study
------------------~Marys. Mesa:r as
In 1765 the Russian e~press, Catherine II, decided to
form a Legislative Commission to rewrite the Russian law
code. Catherine wanted to write a code which followed the
enlightened·ideas she claimed to embrace. To aid the
commission members Catherine wrote a set of instructions to
show how she envisioned Russia's new law code. To write the
instructions Catherine plagarized from Enlightenment works,
specifically the works of the French philosophes. The work
Catherine used most was Montesquieu's The Spirit of the
Laws-. The In-struction or NaRaz-cjrants tli~reaQer an in-depth
observation of Catherine's reign in its early stages; it
also gives insight into later developments in her reign.
MontesqUieu's The Spirit of the Laws was acknowledged
by his peers as the finest political theory available. The
work was truly remarkable for the middle eighteenth-century. eI
1
It was more than a political work; it also held significant
social meaning. Montesquieu's social theories and their
application by Catherine II in her Instruction or Nakaz are
the focus of this thesis. This thesis used the theories on
climate, religion, tradition and culture, definitions qf
monarchy and despotism, and serfdom to compare the works of
Montesquieu and Catherine II.
In first reading the Nakaz it appeared to be almost a
complete copy of The Spirit of the Laws. Several comparisons
between the two works revealed that the Nakaz was, in fact,
a careful manipulation on Catherine's part. Catherine
ommitted certain key words and phrases, and inserted her
own.~Through these alterations Catherine's ideas appeared to
coincide with those of Montesquieu. In fact most of her
ideas were contrary to those of his.
Chapter II of the thesis illustrates Montesquieu's
social theories. Chapter III shows Catherine's views on
~--~~~ -·these-sa-me-'t0F>-i-G-s-aFld-G0mF>a-~es--t-hem-to-those--of-Montesquieu.--- ~~_
In Chapter IV, a final comparison argues that Catherine did
not use Montesquieu's theories properly. Therefore, she was
not the true follower of Montesquieu she claimed.
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MONTESQUIEU AND CATHERINE II AS SOCIOLOGISTS:
A COMPARATIVE STUDY
I. INTRODUCTION
In 1762 Catherine II of Russia led a revolt against her
husband, Peter III, to become sale ruler of Russia. The
reign of the new Russian empress was not expected to last
long. Catherine herself possessed no claim to the throne.
Peter's true heir was-his and Catherine's son, Paul. Many
people wrongfully assumed that Catherine would step down
when her son reached his majority in 1775. Plots ~er.e also
made to limit Catherine's powers as empresS. Many thought
they could easily manipulate Catherine so that she would be
reduced to being merely an interim leader.
Catherine realized the difficulties which surrounded
----~--- ~----
her reign, and she had to find ways of solidifying her
position. In a bold move, just three years after her tenuous
reign began she decided to improve Russia's law code.
Altering the law code put Catherine in a difficult position.
She realized that if she lost control of the proceedings,
they could be used by the nobility to limit her power. One
man, Nikita Panin, had already attempted to restrain
Catherine, but had failed. During the process of revising
the law code Panin and others who shared his ideas could
3
gain allies. 1
Realizing the risk, in 1765, catherine began organizing
a commission to supervise the revision of the law code. The
nobility and merchant classes had the greatest
representation on the commission. The serfs were represented
by their noble landowners. State peasants sent their own
representatives. The total number of representatives
~
exceeded 500. Each delegation arrived at the commission with
t
a set of instructions from the geographic area they
-------'!"<repr-es-ent-ed~.---- ---------------------- _
Catherine composed a set of instructions for the
commission. She nad a deep interest in the thought of the
Enlightenment and,hoped to incorporate the ideas of the
French philosophes into Russia's new law code. To guide the
commission in its work and to be sure the philosophes~ould
influence the commission Catherine wrote her Instructions or ,
Nakaz. The main influence 9n the Nakaz was Montesquieu's The
spirit of the Laws.
In Montesquieu, Catherine found a model she could use
to promote her idea of enlightened change. Catherine decided
to use the best ideas available to her. Montesquieu's The
spirit of the Laws was regarded by other Enlightenment
followers to be the finest work of political theory
available. But the way she interpreted Montesquieu poses an
important problem. In her essay "Catherine the Great" Isabel
de Madariaga defends Catherine as a faithful interpreter of
4
Montesquieu. 2 Catherine did make some attempts to follow
Montesquieu's ideas, and Madariaga points out those parts of
Montesquieu's political theories which the empress adopted.
But the changes Catherine proposed did not diminish her
power, and Madariaga avoids the fact that there was not any
room in Montesquieu's theory for the absolute monarchy which
Catherine defended.
Catherine and Montesquieu differed about the social
factors which determine political developments. This thesis
------~w±-H.----c{)mpare-eatherine___I__r____and-Montesqu-i-eu-as-s-oc-io-l-og-is-t"S-.--- ---- -------------
It will examine those parts of Montesquieu's social theory
Catherine altered or ignored. Revealing the flaws in
Catherine's interpretation will show how the Russia
Catherine described would have been unacceptable to
Montesquieu. The comparison intends to show that Catherine
/
was not, in fact, the true disciPple ofcMontesquieu that she
claimed to be. Montesquieu saw humans as basically free
beings whose societies should not inhibit their natural
-- ------ ------_ .._-------_._-"
freedom. Catherine wanted to establish a society which
shaped productive and obedient sUbjects. Catherine II used
Montesquieu and his enlightened ideas only to justify her
own quite different notions and to solidify her position as
the absolute monarch of Russia.
The thesis is divided into two substantive sections.
First, it investigates the sociological theories of
Montesquieu, especially as they apply to Russia. The
5
specific areas to be examined are: climate as a determining
factor of government, religion and its involvement in
political developments, tradition and culture as forces that
influence the character of society, definitions of monarchy
and despotism, and finally serfdom. Second, Catherine's
views on these topics will be examined and compared with
Montesquieu's. Finally, a brief conclusion will evaluate
Catherine as an "enlightened" monarch. Should we continue to
describe Catherine as an "enlightened absolutist" ?
II. MONTESQUIEU AS SOCIOLOGIST
.~,!
Montesquieu's The Spirit of the Laws (1748) was one
of the most important works of the emerging French
Enlightenment. He worked on the book for twenty years; it
was his last and finest work. Montesquieu was one of the
first to overthrow the rationalist school of Descartes.
Descartes had taught that logic was the only means necessary
------------~to prove or djs~e~ theory. Montesquieu believed that
theories required tangible proof to sustain them. He
introduced the idea of empirical evidence to the field of
social thought. 3
In The Spirit of the Laws Montesquieu used elements
which later became hallmarks of the naturalist school of
sociology; he wanted to show that human beings and human
societies were formed by their environmental surroundings.
~ties were the product of people who had adapted to
6
their surroundings. Societies eventually formed legal and
governmental systems. 'The society as a whole determined the
form of government it would adopt. After the government was
formed the group, not the individual, would decide which
edicts became law, and which did not.
Investigating the relationship between society and law
led Montesquieu to the studies which became The Spirit of
the Laws. He wanted to discover how each state regulated its
sUbjects while maintaining the traditional structure of
society. He realized that each nation's law code was formed
under a variety of factors. One of the most important
factors, in Montesquieu's opinion, was climate. Climate, to
Montesquieu, influenced a nation in a variety of ways. He
thought that nations which had a warmer climate were more
apt to have a dictatorial form of government. Areas with a
colder climate adopted democratic governments. Climate,
according to Montesquieu, also influenced the population of
a country. He believed 'that women in warmer climates matured
and married younger and had more children as a result. The
women of colder climates were slower in their physical
development; they married later and had fewer children.
Russia obviously did not fit into this theory. Russia
........... I
--- ...'
had one of the coldest climates in Europe, yet always had
what Montesquieu described as a despotic government.
Montesquieu explained this by saying that Russia was a
nation in which the will of the Russian rulers prevailed
7
.~ ".
over the influence of climate. In writing this Montesquieu
diminished his theory of the group, not the individual,
running society when he said the will of the ruler prevailed
in Russia. Russia was also influenced by foreign factors
rather than indigenous tendencies. 4 One example of foreign
influence cited by Montesquieu was Peter I introducing women
into Russian pUblic life. Montesquieu was referring to the
Asiatic traditions the Russians had adopted from the Mongols
in their treatment of women. Prior to Peter's reign, Russian
______-----"-w-'-Lomen were ke~~ from a.lL--PubJ j c functi ons normall y
associated with court life. Peter broke the tradition by
introducing women into social gatherings. His visits to
Western Europe had influenced Peter to change the tradition.
Both of these conclusions reduced the influence of the
climatic theory as it applied to Russia.
Montesquieu thought that certain religions influenced
the forms of government a nation chose. He said that the
Christian religion suited moderate governments. He divided
the Christian religion by saying Catholicism suited
monarchies and Protestantism appeared more in republican
governments. Montesquieu thought that the ideas of the
Christian religion were the finest, especially the idea that
all people should love one another. He thought that this
policy would inspire laws to be written which benefitted all
people. "Mohammedanism" (Islam) was the religion of despotic
governments in Montesquieu's opinion. He thought that Islam
8
made rulers more protective of their position and,
therefore, the ruler acted harshly to prevent any usurpation
of their position. Montesquieu wrote that if the religion of
a country was lenient, the civil laws of that country should
be more severe. 5 Montesquieu was striving for a balance
between religion and civil law; such a balance gave people a
greater sense of liberty. Montesquieu did not discuss
Russia's religious beliefs.
The religion of a country was largely formed from the
traditions and culture o~he.society. To Montesquieu, the
traditions and culture of a society were some of the most
influential elements in the formation of a society.
Traditions united a group of people, making them first a
society and then a nation. The society became a nation by
agreeing to a governmental system. The system of government
each society chose to live under that was based on
tradition. Each nation formed its own unique government.
Changes in the governmental system had to be based on
changes in the traditional structure of a society, according
to Montesquieu. Montesquieu was opposed to sudden changes in
government, such as revolutions.
Montesquieu tried to analyze the development of state
governments in The spirit of the Laws. First he divided
government into three categories: republican, monarchical,
and despotic. Republican governments depended on moral
virtue among the citizenry. The honor of the noble classes
9
was the driving force behind monarchies. Despots relied on
fear to maintain their power. Republican governments were
the best form, according to Montesquieu, because citizens
'regulated other citizens. To him there was always the
possibility of a monarchy disintegrating into a despotism.
Despotism was the worst form of all because it robbed humans
of their inherent freedom. Montesquieu thought that despots
ruled arbitrarily, and the people lost any sense of
security.
To Montesquieu, RUSSla was a despotlsm. Russia did
appear to meet Montesquieu's criteria. Montesquieu said that
despotisms were maintained through fear. By reading the
Ulozhenie of 1649, the Russian law code, it becomes obvious
that fear played an integral part in Russian government. The
Ulozhenie was a strict code. The peasantry was not granted
any escape from serfdom. Criminal procedure was brutal, the
knout was mentioned 141 times. Capital punishment was used
for even petty crimes. 6 The social hierarchy was firmly J
entrenched, with the tsar as its head. The code had been
written by Alexis I, father of Peter I. This was the law
code Catherine II wanted to change. In countries such as
England, criminal laws were harsh, but Montesquieu reasoned
that criminals in England had the benefit of due process of
law and trial by jury. Many historians have accused
Montesquieu of idealizing the English system. Russian
criminals did not have a trial by jury; in most cases the
10
local nobleman served as jUdge and jury.
The government of Russia was controlled completely by
the despot. Montesquieu wrote that a monarchical government
had an II intermediary power". 7 The purpose of such a body
was to limit the power of the monarch, so the monarch could
not become a despot. Montesquieu's intermediary body forced
the monarch to negotiate governmental matters. The monarch
could not rule according to his or her own desires, as a
despot could. In The spirit of the Laws Montesquieu wrote
that the nobility in a country should serve as an
intermediary body. Russia's nobility was not strong or
organized enough to serve as the intermediary power
Montesquieu described. Peter I had, in fact, considerably
reduced the strength of the nobility. Peter had instituted
the Table of Ranks which forced the nobility to serve the
~
state. 8 Montesquieu disagreed with the idea of the Table of
Ranks. He said it reduced the nobility to servants.
Montesquieu said that religion may also be used to
control the power of the monarch. He said that even when the
monarch approved an act, if the church condemns it, the
people would not do it. In Russia the church could not limit
the monarch. Peter I had eliminated the position of
patriarch and had instituted the Holy Synod. The Holy Synod
was a government office. The church was run by the
"-government and was expected to support the tsar. Peter I had
eliminated any possible noble or ecclesiastical opposition
11
to the tsar's power. 9
Another topic explored by Montesquieu was slavery. To
Montesquieu, the enslavement of human beings was against
human nature. Slavery was the greatest inhibitor of human
freedom. Montesquieu wrote that slavery was wrong both for
the master and the slave. Slavery was bad for the slave
because they could "do nothing from virtue." The masters did
not benefit because they lost their virtue and became
"proud, voluptuous, and cruel.,,10
-Montes uieu said tat it was easier to enslave the
people who lived under a despotism; as opposed to those who
live under monarchies or republics. 11 He used Russia as an
example, "The Muscovites sell themselves easily: I know the
reason well; it is because their liberty is worth
nothing. ,,12 Despots wield their power through fear and
cruelty. People also become conditioned to view even the
worst abuses as acceptable behavior. The Russian peasantry
had no protection from the ruling classes. Even the church
upheld the laws concerning serfdom. Peasants' lives were not
their own; unable to see any escape, they accepted serfdom
as their plight. 13
Slavery was contrary to Montesquieu's entire idea of
how society should be structured. In The Spirit of the Laws
Montesquieu was trying to illustrate the idea that people
had to find equilibrium between the ancient influences that
formed them and their need to progress. Montesquieu deplored
12
any idea that disrupted what he determined was the proper
development of a state. He did not think it was right to
allow anyone institution or group to dominate another; to
,.
the extent that one group inhibited another's natural
freedom.
III. CATHERINE II AS SOCIOLOGIST
Catherine II's interest in the works of the French
Enlightenment began when she was fifteen years old. She was
engaged.to the heir of the Russian throne, Grand.Duke Peter.
During a trip to Sweden (1744) Catherine was reacquainted
with a friend of her family, Count H.A. Gyllenborg. Count
Gyllenborg suggested that the young princess begin reading;
he wrote a twelve page list of reading suggestions. Among
those works was Catherine's first encounter with
Montesquieu, his "Considerations sur les causes de la
grandeur et de leur decadence" (published 1734). 14
Catherine began reading many books on a variety of
topics; she concentrated on works of historical and
political importance. In the early years she read The
History of Germany by Pere Barre, Voltaire's Essai sur la
moeurs, Baronius' Annales Ecclesiastici, The History of
Henry IV by Hardouin de Beaumont de Perefixe, and the
Lettres of Madame de Sevigne. Later on Catherine read P.
Bayle's Dictionnaire historique et critique, and the
Encyclopedie. Finally, in the early 1750s she read the work
13
which was to have so much apparent impact on her Nakaz,
Montesquieu1s The "Spirit of the Laws. 15 This section of
the thesis will examine Catherine's treatment of
Montesquieu's social theories in her work, in order to
determine the extent to which they influenced Catherine's
Nakaz.
In the Chapter 6 of the Nakaz Catherine wrote,"Many
Things rule over Mankind. Religion, the Climate, Laws, the
Maxims received from Government, the Example of past Ages,
Manners and Customs ... Hence results a gelleral Sense in t .
People similar to these Causes. ,,16 The "general sense"
Catherine wrote about was the combination of factors which
influenced the development of society. She grouped climate
with the factors which formed the general sense. Catherine
"later said that the general sense should influence the legal
code of a state. She instructed the Legislative Commission
to base Russia's law code on the country's traditional way
of life. Climate as one of the influencing factors which
formed a state was Catherina's main interest in it. She did
not realize how integral climate was in almost every aspect
of Montesquieu's theory.
Catherine's discussion of religion in the Nakaz covers
a variety of roles she thought religion should play in
society. Religion was listed as one of the factors which
rule humans. "Many things rule over Mankind. Religion, the
Climate, Laws, the Maxims received from Government, the
14
Example of past Ages, Manners, and Customs. ,,17 Catherine
did not discuss religion any further in· this chapter, but
she elaborate on the other points. Catherine was listing the
factors she thought the commission should be aware of while
composing a new law code.
Religion retained some political influence in the
Nakaz. Catherine divided crime into four categories, crimes
against religion were the first type listed. She was against
anyone who committed sacrilege. The state was expected to
protect religious-practice; Religion remained connected to
the government in political matters, but their connection
was more tenuous than it was before. Catherine said that
anyone who attacked religion or prevented its practice
.),
should be expelled from the church and not be permitted to
associate with church members. 18
Catherine clearly granted religion a varied role in
society. The idea that religion was one of the formative
forces of society came directly from Montesquieu. The idea
that parents should teach their children fear of God was
Catherine's idea. When Catherine said that crimes against
religion should be punished by the state she was countering
Montesquieu's thoughts. Montesquieu wrote, "Penal laws must
be avoided in the matter of religion. They impress fear, it
is true, but as religion also has its penal laws which
inspire fear, the one is canceled out by the other. Between
these two different fears, souls become atrocious. ,,19
15
Montesquieu thought that churches should be the ones to
punish someone who violated their teachings. The state
should not involve itself in punishing people for religious
violations.
Catherine granted the Church political influence, but
it was minimal. She did not want the Church to become too
embroiled in affairs of state. Catherine reduced the
Church's influence because it was no longer vital to her
political life. During her coup against Peter III, Catherine
recognized as empress. She had, in fact, reversed a rUling
by Peter III which secularized Church lands. Once the coup
was successful and Cathe~ine no longer needed the Church's
support, she again stripped the Russian Orthodox Church of
its lands. Catherine had used the Church to gain power, then
weakened .it to augment her strength. She was trying to
placate the Church by making sacrilege a crime. It gave the
Church minimal influence, but did not allow it enough
strength to inhibit Catherine's actions. Catherine thought
churches should be submissive to and promote the work of the
state.
The traditions and culture of a nation were not
explored in depth in the Nakaz; this was a second major part
of Montesquieu's sociological theory Catherine ignored.
Catherine discussed the traditions of other countries, such
as Spain and China, but ignored those of Russia. Instead,
16
Catherine used tradition in her discussion of the form of
Russia's government.
In Chapter II, Catherine clearly described the Russian
throne as the sole power in the country. She continued by
saying that the size of Russia makes an absolute monarch a
necessity. Catherine wrote,"The Sovereign is absolute; for
there is no other Authority but that which centers in his
single Person, that can act with a Vigour proportionate to
l
the Extent of such a vast Dominion. ,,20 To Catherine the
final--goa-l--of amonarch¥--Wa-s, "Not to deprive· People of
their Natural Liberty; but ,to correct their Actions, in
order to attain the supreme good,,21 She invested another
intention in the monarchy, she said that the "The Intention
and end of monarchy is the Glory of the Citizens, of the
State, and of the Sovereign,,22 She continued by saying that
from the glory the people attained a "sense of liberty"
which brought happiness to the people as much as true
liberty.23 Finally, she stated that it is better to be
sUbject to one master rather than subservient to many.
Catherine was describing the way the Russian monarchy had
always been, and it appears that she did not plan to change
it. 24
In using Russia's size as a reason to have an absolute
monarchy, Catherine thought she was following Montesquieu.
Montesquieu wrote that large nations, such as Russia,
usually invested despotic powers in the one who governed. He
17
went on to say that despotism was a more effective way of
governing a large country.25 Catherine did not like the
negative image of the term "despotism", so she substituted
the word "monarchy". The monarchy Catherine envisioned was
to be a self-limiting one. The type of monarchy Catherine
described was very close to Montesquieu's description of a
despotism. Montesquieu thought that a true monarch needed an
"intermediate power" for some form of control. The
intermediate power Montesquieu described was a subordinate
body to the monarch through which power flowed. Montesquleu
rested all power in the monarch, but he wanted to prevent
the ruler from abusing his influence. He developed the
intermediate power to limit the monarch; the monarch would
not be able to rule as arbitrarily as a despot. Despots
ruled through their own discretion, and that described
Catherine's self-limiting monarchy. What she hoped for, but
could not guarantee, was that the monarch would rule within
the limits of Montesquieu's description of monarchy.
Montesquieu's monarchy required an intermediate body as an
outside form of control over the monarch.
Montesquieu would nbt have supported Catherine's idea
of a self-limiting monarchy. He wrote "The most natural
intermediate, subordinate power is that of the nobility. -In
a way, the nobility is the essence of monarchy, whose
fundamental maxim is: no monarch, no nobility: no nobility,
no monarch; ,,26 The third element of Montesquieu IS
18
monarchical government was the jUdiciary. Its purpose was to
regulate the work of the ruler, and pr~vent the corruption
of the monarch. Montesquieu established the government in
this matter to divide power. The monarch was to be the head
of the government. The nobility possessed the wealth and
influence to prevent the monarchy from developing into a
despotism. The jUdiciary was to be a permanent body,
separate from both the monarch and nobility; it was supposed
to possess the integrity which neither the monarch or
nobility possessed.
As was discussed earlier,27 the nobility of Russia was
not organized enough to be considered an intermediate power.
The only institutional form the nobility had was the Senate,
which did not have any real power. The Senate did not have
any legislative power. 28 In Russia there was not any body
present to limit Catherine's power. The jUdiciary was
established as an intermediate power in the Nakaz. She gave
the jUdiciary the power to revive laws which were forgotten
or obsolete; this was a power Montesquieu had invested in
the nobility. The courts also had the right to determine if
proposed laws were lawful under the state's constitution;
this was the main power Montesquieu granted the courts.
Catherine was combining the powers ascribed to both the
nobility and the courts in the single institution of the
jUdiciary. This proposal was not in keeping with
Montesquieu, who divided power among three distinct powers:
19
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the monarch, nobility, and jUdiciary, to decrease the chance
of one group overwhelming the others. Catherine must have
r
been afraid of granting the nobility any political power on
a national level. The nobility had conspired to give
Catherine the throne. She must have realized they could
conspire again, this time to remove her from the throne.
The Senate could have been developed by Catherine into
some form of legislative body; it could have functioned as a
true intermediary body, as Montesquieu had written. Russia's
Seilal:ewas- founded -in 1711 by Peter I to rule· the country in
his absence. The original membership was nine senators, all
of whom were Peter's supporters in the noble class. By 1762
the number of senators had risen to twenty-one, all of whom
were appointed by the ruler. As John LeDonne remarks,
"Senate became chiefly a committee to coordinate the
activities of specialized agencies, to maintain some
uniformity in the interpretation of the law, and to act as
d court of last resort in all but the most important cases
reserved for the final decision of the Em~ress or those in
which she expressed a personal interest." 9
In her Nakaz Catherine envisioned the Senat~ especially as a
supreme court. She kept her right to appoint all the members
of the Senate; Catherine chose nobles who owed their
positions in society to her. These nobles would not disagree
with any proposals she put before the Senate. She first
appointed as Procurator General30 Prince A.A. Vyazemsky
(held office 1764-1792), who was completely loyal to
Catherine. He did not interfere with her decisions and
always did as she asked. The Senate was under Catherine's
20
control and was not going to limit her power.
The glory Catherine wrote about was supposed to be the
ultimate goal of the monarchy. She thought that the state
should always give the appearance of greatness. The people
would be proud of their state and work to maintain its
position; their pride would give the people a feeling of
liberty. This argument was completely counter to how
Montesquieu described a monarchy. To Montesquieu the
ultimate end of monarchy was not the attainment of glory,
button 1 ive in-honor. Honor and true riberty benefitte.edi-,;a:r=ll--'ll------
the sUbjects of a monarch. Catherine's glory would have the
people working for a system from which only the monarch
profited. The monarch's state appeared glorious to the
people, and to the rest of the world. The people sacrificed
true liberty for a "sense of liberty", while working to
maintain the stature of the state and the monarch.
The lowest class of eighteenth-century Russian society
consisted of serfs. Serfs were divided into four groups. The
people who worked the lands of the Russian orthodox Church,
the court, and private estates constituted the three largest
groups. Fourth, state serfs were those obligated to work the
lands of the state. Court serfs worked the lands of the
private estates of the tsar and his family. The relationship
between the tsar and his .serfs was the same as that of a
private landlord and his serfs. Each group lived by a
different set of rules; the rules were set by their masters.
21
different set of rules; the rules were set by their masters.
The state serfs were the most fortunate group because they
had more opportunities for social and geographical mobility.
The serfs who served the nobles were the most unfortunate.
Serfs were little better than slaves; their lives were
completely in the hands 'of their masters. 31
In the original version of the Nakaz Catherine
appeared to want to rectify the situation of the serfs. She
tried to show ways Russia could improve the lives of serfs.
Prior to the actual pUblication of the Nakaz Catherine
showed her draft to her closest advisors. The section
dealing with serfdom concerned her advisors, and they
suggested she delete most of it. 32 In its final form, the
chapter was very weak; it consisted of only thirteen
articles. Basically it said that there were two groups in
any society: those who govern and those who are obey.
Catherine used the largest part of the chapter to warn
against the abuse of slaves. 33 By referring to slaves
throughout Chapter XI, it appeared that Catherine was
"equating serfs with slaves. 34 Catherine may have used the
term slave throughout the Nakaz as a way of avoiding the
serf problem completely. She was trying to impress on the
nobility that they may keep their serfs, but should not
maltreat them. Catherine did not do anything to improve the
situation of the serfs. The lives of the majority of
Russia's population worsened during the reign of Russia's
22
"enlightened" absolutist.
In 1764 Catherine disrupted the balance in number
between Russian state and private serfs by secularizing the
lands of the Russian Orthodox Church. 35 As Church lands
became state property, so did the serfs who worked those
lands. The secularization of the church lands probably would
have benefitted the serfs, because it was far better to be a
state serf than being a church serf. The problem arose when
Catherine granted large parcels of other state land to her
favorites, these state serfs were then reduced to the status
of private serfs. One million church serfs became state
peasants after the Church lands were secularized. In both
Catherine's reign and that of her son, Paul I, approximately
1.3 million state serfs became private serfs. 36
Catherine II had difficulty dealing with the question of
Russian serfdom. criticism of her handling of the serfdom
question has always been harsh. The reason for the criticism
is that serfdom grew during Catherine's reign. Madariaga
used the argument of the state obtaining church lands as
benefitting the serfs in order to defend Catherine. But,
Madariaga did not include the reduction of state serfs to
private serfs in her argument defending Catherine. The
criticism against Catherine on the question of serfdom is
justified.
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IV. CONCLUSION-
Since Catherine did not follow Montesquieu completely,
why did she use his The Spirit of the Laws as the basis of
her Nakaz? Catherine could have chosen other works on which
to base her Nakaz, but she wanted~to use the finest
political theories available. The ideas Montesquieu explored
in his work were also conformable to Catherine's own ideas.
Montesquieu was not a crusader for people's civil rights,
nor did he want to bring down royalty wherever it existed.
To Montesquieu, despotism drained the life out of a country;
it existed to please only one person, the despot.
Montesquieu's support of monarchy and his belief that there
were people who ruled and those were rUled, made his work
adaptable for Catherine's purposes. Using Montesquieu gave
her ideas of legal reform an air of legitimacy. This
conclusion intends to show that Catherine was not a true
follower of Montesquieu. It will also show how the work of
the Nakaz and the Legislative Commission developed and
ended. There will be some final comments on Catherine as an
"enlightened" absolutist.
Catherine failed to elaborate on his theories of
climate, tradition, and culture. These areas were central to
Montesquieu's argument in The Spirit of the Laws. Climate
was used by Montesquieu to show the influence of nature in
the development of human society. Tradition and culture were
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the two foundations created by people which perpetuated
their way of life. Together these two theories formed the
base upon which Montesquieu developed his political ideas.
Catherine tried to use only parts of his theories; the
result was a distortion of Montesquieu. Catherine's
treatment of the serfs was her greatest failure in following
Montesquieu. She used the serfs as a way to gain more power
for herself. The ,Russian Orthodox Church was also used by
Catherine to further her own power.
==---------------------------'-Tt'1lifll-e---questioii -E;it-ill---ienlains I was RUSSla a despotism or a
monarchy? The distinction, if there was any, must be made
between an absolute monarchy, which Catherine claimed Russia
was, and a despotism, which was how Montesquieu described
Russia. An absolute monarchy, to Catherine, was a government
solely in the hands of the ruler, without any secondary
power to interfere. Catherine's idea of absolute monarchy
fit Montesquieu's description of despotism. Montesquieu's
monarchy was based in law which was written by the monarch;
but the intermediate body could block the adoption of the
laws if it found them unfit. Catherine's "monarch" wrote the
laws and had the final decision to adopt them or not. The
laws and the intermediate bodies did not actually hinder the
ruler in Russia. This led to the arbitrariness that defined
a despotism for Montesquieu.
The next logical question might be, just how did
Catherine rule? At first, she concentrated her attention on
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the nobility. She tried to placate them by allowing them to
maintain their autonomy on their estates. Catherine decided
to improve the jUdicial and policing methods in Russia. She
did so to prevent any unrest that may happen in the
countryside. She must have thought that a police force and a
more efficient court system would curb unrest. The use of a
police force failed to stop peasant uprisings; many serfs
murdered their noble landlords and seized their estates. The
problem of peasant revolts reached its pinnacle with the
Catherine abandoned her enlightened ideals.
There was a flaw in Catherine's judicial alterations.
As empress she retained the right to sit in judgement on
various cases. Montesquieu wrote, "In despotic states the
prince himself can jUdge. He cannot jUdge in monarchies: the
constitution would be destroyed and, the intermediate
dependent powers reduced to nothing; one would see all the
formalities of jUdgement cease; fear would invade all
spirits; one would see pallor on every face; there would be
no more trust, honor, love, security, or monarchy. ,,37
Montesquieu, clearly, would not have approved of Catherine's
maintaining the right to judge legal cases.
The Legislative Commission held its first meetings in
July, 1767. Catherine ordered the Nakaz to be read aloud at
the start of each day's sessions. She expected the delegates
to see the wisdom in the Nakaz and to use it as a point of
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reference for the writing of a new law code. From the
beginning the commission failed to meet the empress'
expectations. The assembly did not share Catherine's view of
the legal situation; they did not see any need for change.
Instead the commission members decided to use the
opportunity to settle old problems. 38
Each delegation had brought with them a nakaz of their
own from their respective geographic areas. The problems
presented in these geographic nakazy were completely
different from Catherine's. The questions the nobility
raised concerned areas such as self-administration, the sale
of land, and the role of the Table of Ranks. The issue which
concerned the noble deputies the most was self-
administration. commission member were more concerned with
the problems of their everyday life in Russia rather than
with the high-minded idealism of France's Enlightenment. 39
Catherine tried to turn the commission in the direction
she originally envisioned, but she failed. The commission
met at first in Moscow; C~therine decided to move the
commission when the court returned to st. Petersburg.
Catherine decided to prorogue the commission; the reason she
gave was Russia's growing hostilities with Turkey. When war
broke out a number of deputies, who were members of the
military, had to leave. In January, 1769 the last meetings
of the full assembly occurred. 4o
The Legislative Commission did not develop as Catherine
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hoped it would, yet it did produce some changes. After the
commission as a whole was prorogued, the various committees
which had been part of it continued to meet. The work from
the committees would become evident throughout Catherine's
reign and beyond. The two major developments were the
Charters to the Towns and to the Nobility (1785). Tnese two
charters restructured rural administration. 41
Montesquieu inspired governmental changes in Russia;
that was never questioned. The point for debate in this
thesls was, dld he inspire soclaI change ln Catherlne? The
climate, unfortunately, never caused democratic ideas to
develop in Russia, the way Montesquieu thought it should.
Religion in Russia was, and continues to be, a powerful
force in the country. The Russian Orthodox Church remained a
servant of the state and did not limit the authority of the
ruler. The nobility maintained total authority over their
serfs, until serfdom officially ended in 1860 under Tsar
Alexander II. Catherine II did not have the same impact on
society as Peter I. She often reverted to the ways of her
predecessors when she was unable to accomplish what she
planned. After Pugachev's rebellion and the French
Revolution, Catherine abandoned her enlightened ideas
completely. Some historians may commend Catherine for making
an effort at change. The problem was that the only changes
she fought for were those that would strengthen her position
as empress.
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Catherine II has often been described as a "enlightened
absolutist". Rudolf Vierhaus described "enlightened
absolutism" by writing,
"Even 'enlightened absolutism' remained a form of
absolutism. It also excluded the participation of the
ruled in the system of government. In many ways
enlightened governments were even more expressly founded
on the unlimited exercise of authority, and they use this
authority against the traditions and habits of their
sUbjects, in order to institute political and social
changes that followed the dictates of reason. ,,42
The theory of "enlightened absolutism" did not fit into
Montesquieu's political theory. He would have disagreed with
the total authority invested in the ruler, the exclusion of
the ruled from all governmental policy, and the fact that
governmental policy ran counter to the traditions of the
country. Catherine II matched the description of an
"enlightened absolutist". She failed, however, in matching
Montesquieu's description of a monarch.
Through governing in an absolutist manner Catherine
failed to follow the ideas of the Enlightenment. The French
philosophes hoped to inspire a government which~would work
for the betterment of all people, not just a chosen few.
Catherine claimed that her form of government would benefit
all Russians. She saw her limited monarchy as being a rule
based on the reason of the Enlightenment. Vierhaus explained
a true enlightened government by writing,"Enlightened
government should be sovereign rule for the people, but not
based on majority rule by the people, because the
Enlightenment first had to create the presuppositions for
29
popular government. ,,43 Catherine's government was not a
rule that benefitted many people, only a select few. She was
not laying a base on which to develop popular government.
Catherine's government was as despotic as that of her
predecessors.
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ENDNOTES
1. Nikita Panin had attempted earlier in catherine's reign
to curtail her power. In the summer of 1762 Panin presented
to Catherine his plans for establishing a permanent
imperial council. Catherine would have been unable to
perform any government act without first receiving the
council's approval. At first Catherine approved, then later
rejected the plan.Panin acted largely on his own when he
attempted to lessen Catherine's power. During the
Legislative Commission he could have found other, more
powerful, people to help him restrict catherine. Isabel de
Madariaga, Russia in the Age of Catherine the Great (New
Haven: Yale university Press, 1981), p. 39.
Reformers in Later Eighteenth-Century Europe (Ann Arbor:
university of Michigan Press 1990), pp. 289-311.
3. In The spirit of the Laws Montesquieu introduced the use
of experimentation to prove his theories. He used a sheep's
tongue to demonstrate his climatic theory. He divided the
tongue in half and froze one half. After the tongue was
frozen he noticed the papillae, as he called them, had
slipped inside their sheaths. Montesquieu concluded that the
retraction of the papillae .made the tongue's surface less
sensitive to outside sensations. This led him to the
conclusion that people in colder climates were not as
physically sensitive as those living in warmer climates.
4. W. Stark, Montesguieu: Pioneer of the Sociology of
Knowledge (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1960), p.
145.
5. Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1989), p. 468. Throughout the rest of the
endnotes this work will be referred to as "Montesquieu."
6. James H. Billington, The Icon and the Axe: An
Interpretive History of Russian Culture (New York: Random
House, 1970), p. 119.
7. Montesquieu's "intermediary body" consisted of a distinct
social group. such a group should have its own rights and
rules; he thought that the nobility should be such a group.
Montesquieu, 17.
8. The Table of Ranks was established by Peter I in 1722.
Peter wanted to make the Russian nobility dependent on the
emperor for their position and privileges. The nobility had
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to earn their rank on a table with fourteen levels; the only
way to rise in rank was through service to the state. In
return the nobles were granted more privileges than they had
before the table existed.
9. In 1721 Peter I wrote the Ecclesiastical Regulation. The
Regulation was most noted for the elimination of the
Patriarchate which had always headed the Russian Orthodox
Church. In place of the Patriarchate Peter installed the
Holy Governing Synod. The Synod was to be run as a
governmental college. At the head of the Synod was the Chief
Procurator of the Holy Synod, who was chosen by Peter. The
Russian orthodox Church became, in effect, a branch of the
government.
10. Montesquieu, 246.
11. The term "serfdom" does not appear in The Spirit of the
Laws; this indicates that Montesquieu equates serfdom and
slavery.
12. Montesquieu, 251
13. What was disappointing was Montesquieu's attitude toward
the enslavement of Negroes in the American Colonies.
Montesquieu shows a complete lack of sympathy for the plight
of the American slaves. The enslavement of Negroes,
Montesquieu said, was necessary to clear the vast amounts
land in the new colonies. Negro slaves also kept down the
price of processing sugar cane. Montesquieu also said that
Negroes were so black that they could not possibly have
souls. To him Negroes also lacked common sense because they
made necklaces of glass beads instead of gold. Montesquieu
was displaying the common European attitude towards the
Negro. Europeans saw the Negro as being sub-human and
therefore only fit to be slaves. (250)
14. Madariaga, 9
15. Madariaga, 9
16. Reddaway, 220
17. Reddaway, 220
18. Reddaway, 223
19. Montesquieu thought that the secular government should not
be involved in punishing religious crimes. Montesquieu, 489
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20. Reddaway, 216
21. Reddaway, 216
22. Reddaway, 217
23. Reddaway, 217
24. ReddawaY,216
25. Montesquieu, 126
26. Montesquieu, 18
27. This point was first raised on p.8 of the thesis.
28 . The Russ ian---senat.e-eoll~]-d-have-beel1-d-eveTbpecF-J:';='-lrrr'i--c~o~aS-;n:r-----­
intermediate power as Montesquieu described. Montesquieu
was thinking of the French parlements when he developed his
theory. The Russian Senate was a body which gave more
representation to the wishes of the nobility than the
parlements.
29. John P. LeDonne, Ruling Russia: Politics and
Administration in the Age of Absolutism 1762-1796. (Princeton:
Princeton university Press, 1984), p. 31.
30. The office of Procurator General was created by Peter I in
1722 . The procurator was meant to be the personal
representative of the ruler in the Senate. The Procurator
General was not, in fact, a voting member of the Senate, they
were to oversee the work of the Senate and was its president.
It became the .most powerful office in the Senate because all
procurators had direct access to the sovereign, at least twice
a week in their official capacity. They were also responsible
for keeping order in the Senate sessions and to pass
legislation onto the ruler for final approval. Robert K.
Massie, Peter the Great: His Life and World. (New York:
Ballantine Books, 1980), p. 749.
31. The Russian Orthodox Church was second only to the state
in the amount of land it controlled. The Church had
limitations on how it could treat its serfs. Church serfs
could not be sold nor could their land be taken away. The
Church could not prevent a serf from marrying. The Church
serfs were, however, forced to work harder than any other type
of serf. Ecclesiastical -masters were merciless in their
treatment of their serfs.
Private serfs were by far the worst treated of all the
serfs. Noble masters had virtually complete authority over the
lives of their serfs. Nobles could not kill their serfs, but
if a serf died while being questioned in connection with a
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crime no one asked why. Nobles jUdged their serfs on many
petty crimes, maj or offenses were in the hands of local
authorities. Court serfs were the ones that belonged to the
monarch as an individual. The relationship between the Court
serfs and their master was the same as that of a private serf
and the noble master.
state peasants were the most fortunate group. state
peasants worked lands belonging to the state of Russia. The
labor which peasants had to give to the state was gradually
supplanted by a payment, or obrok. The peasants were then able
to pursue their own interests. Many peasants moved into towns
and began to practice a craft and eventually join the ranks of
the tradesmen or merchants. Peasants could even buy serfs or
entire serf villages.
32. Madariaga, 158
33. Reddaway, 256-7
34. As was said earlier Montesquieu also equated serfs with
slaves. He was concerned with all forms of enslavement,
inclUding that in North America. Catherine was dealt only with
Russia. She should have used the term serf, which was the
proper legal term.
35. The Russian Orthodox Church had been one of Catherine's
main supporters when she overthrew her husband in 1762. To
maintain the Church hierarchy's support, Catherine reversed
Peter III's order which had secularized church lands. By
1764 Catherine reversed herself and again secularized the
church lands. The reason for this was to reduce the power of
the church hierarchy.
36. Geroid Tanquary Robinson, Rural Russia Under the old
Regime: A History of the Landlord-Peasant World and a
Prologue to the Peasant Revolution of 1917. (New York:
Macmillian Co., 1957), p. 30.
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38. Robert Vincent Allen, The Great Legislative Commission
of Catherine II of 1767. (Ann Arbor: university Microfilms,
1971), p. 72. Throughout the rest of this thesis this work
will be referred to as "Allen".
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